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It’s good to gather with you again this morning … to come together and to once again open up our hearts and minds up to what God wants to say to us about the GOSPEL, and how God longs for the GOSPEL to make a difference in our lives and in the world.  This morning as we continue on into MARK 13, we’ll study some verses that carry on with the theme Jesus started teaching about last week – in which He focuses eschatology – which is the study of the last times, or the end of days.

Before we get into MARK 13:14-23, I want us to go into The Old Testament and look at some verses that have been part of the ANNUAL BIBLE READING PLAN included each week in our bulletin … verses that we started reading in The Old Testament book of ECCLESIASTES two weeks ago now – verses that were written by King David and his wife Bathsheba’s son, King Solomon.  As I’ve spent time in this book, some verses have really jumped out and grabbed my heart, my mind, and my attention and that relate to the idea of and the interrelatedness of OBEDIENCE and how it’s made up of one-half DISCERNMENT and one-half COURAGE.  Here’s these verses …

ECCLESIASTES 1:16-17 (ENGLISH STANDARD VERSION)

16 I said in my heart, “I have acquired great wisdom, surpassing all who were over Jerusalem before me, and my heart has had great experience of wisdom and knowledge.”
17 And I applied my heart to know wisdom and to know madness and folly.  I perceived that this also is but a striving after wind. 

Friends, it’s my prayer that God would teach us this morning to SEE, ACQUIRE, and GRAB ONTO Your truths.  Each one of us in our own ways know enough about madness and folly … give us the DISCERNMENT we need to have so that we can spot them out of the lineup at 50 paces, and stop falling into the holes that they so often lead us to step into.

And then with this improved sight we need to receive God’s wisdom (which is knowing how to apply the truth we’re understanding and claiming) … and we need to receive God’s prudence (which is the kind of wisdom that helps us discern right from wrong, and truth from error, and then make choices that are going to move us forward in our lives with God, and help us stop losing ground and falling further and further out of step with God.  And then Solomon goes on in ECCLESIASTES 2 …

ECCLESIASTES 2:12a-14a (ENGLISH STANDARD VERSION)

12a-14a So I turned to consider [see and recognize] wisdom and madness and folly … then I saw that there is more gain in wisdom than in folly, as there is more gain in light than in darkness.
14a The wise person has his eyes in his head, but the fool walks in darkness. [emphasis added]

Gang, let’s invite God to help us recognize madness, folly, and wisdom … because if we don’t see all three with OUR NATURAL EYES, and OUR SPIRITUAL EYES we won’t know what choices to make and what directions to point our lives in.  17th-Century French mathematician and philosopher, Blaise Pascal, wrote …
 “All human evil comes from a single cause, man's inability to sit still in a room for ten minutes.”
Friends, let’s learn to sit and wait and … so that we can know the differences between madness and folly, and wisdom … so that we can then make choices that will move us forward in our life with God instead of stall us out in our life with God.  Will you do that with me?  There are also a couple verses out of ECCLESIASTES 5 that call us to take seriously what’s goes on when we worship God together, and when we make vows to Him about how we’re going to live our lives …
 
ECCLESIASTES 5:1a-2 (ENGLISH STANDARD VERSION)

1a-2 Guard your steps when you go to the house of God.  To draw near, to listen is better than to offer the sacrifice of fools … Be not rash with your mouth, nor let your heart be hasty to utter a word before God, for God is in heaven and you are on earth.  Therefore, let your words [vows and promises] be few.  [emphasis added]

Oh gang, let’s have fun when we’re here with one another – God isn’t boring.  But also, let’s get serious about what it means to become a worshiper of God, and what it means to make promises to God, and what it means to follow through on those promises, and what it means to get into God’s Word, and what it means to invite God to plant the truths of His Word, like seeds, down deep into our hearts and minds so that they can take root, and bring forth a good harvest in our lives and in the lives of the people God brings into our lives.  And I see our FIRST FAITH LESSON here …

FAITH LESSON
 
Maturing followers of Jesus Christ discern and MOVE PAST the BROKENNESS OF MADNESS AND FOLLY – which leads to a life of broken promises, and in obedience and courage, they MOVE TOWARD the WISDOM of putting the truth of God’s Word into practice in the day-to-day stuff of life.

Let’s look at MARK 13:14a, where Jesus keeps talking about the signs of the end of the age in a teaching that’s often referred to as The Mt. Olivet Discourse.

MARK 13:14a (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14a “But when you see the ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION standing where it should not be (let the reader understand) …
The Greek word for abomination is bdelugma (bdel'-oog-mah / βδελυγμα) and it means a foul and detestable thing.  Notice that the term ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION in v. 14 is printed in all CAPITAL LETTERS … when this typeset format is used in the NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE, it means it’s a quote from The Old Testament.  This phrase ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION is from DANIEL 11:31, and when this prophecy was originally uttered, it described the desecration of the Jerusalem Temple by a Greek King named Antiochus Epiphanies whose rule mainly covered Syria, following the death of Alexander the Great.  And this desecration, which was commonly referred to by the Jews as the ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION, happened around 167 B.C., during the 400-year gap of history between what’s recorded at the end of The Old Testament and the beginning of The New Testament.

Antiochus Epiphanies ordered the utter destruction of Jerusalem because the Jews wouldn’t worship him as God.  And on that day not 100, or 1,000, or 10,000 people died, but 100,000 Jewish men were slaughtered on that day.  And then Antiochus stormed the Temple and slaughtered a pig on the altar, made the priests eat the raw pork, drink the blood, and then he smeared the rest of the blood all over the Temple.

In his Daily Study Bible Commentary series, 20th-Century British Bible scholar William Barclay describes this desecration that took place about 200 years before this part of the Jesus story we’re studying here in MARK 13 … and here’s what Barclay writes … 

“Antiochus desecrated the Temple by offering swine’s flesh on the great altar and by setting up public brothels in the sacred courts.  Before the very Holy Place itself, he set up a great statue of the Olympic god Zeus, and ordered the Jews to worship it.”

But as bad as this desecration was, Jesus didn’t consider it the ultimate desecration of the Temple, because now, nearly 200 years later He’s referring to the ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION as a future event which has yet to happen.  And gang, Jesus isn’t just talking about a time down the road when an idol would be placed in the Jewish Temple.  He’s talking about a time which, even now, still hasn’t happened, a time described by the Apostle Paul in SECOND THESSALONIANS 2:1-4 …

SECOND THESSALONIANS 2:1-4 (COMMON ENGLISH BIBLE)

1-2 Brothers and sisters, we have a request for you concerning our Lord Jesus Christ’s coming and when we are gathered together to be with Him.  We don’t want you to be easily confused in your mind or upset if you hear that the day of the Lord is already here, whether you hear it through some spirit, a message, or a letter supposedly from us.
3-4 Don’t let anyone deceive you in any way.  That day won’t come unless the rebellion comes first and the person who is lawless is revealed, who is headed for destruction.  He is the opponent of every so-called god or object of worship and promotes himself over them.  So he sits in God’s temple, displaying himself to show that he is God.

Both Jesus Christ, here in MARK 13:14, and the Apostle Paul in SECOND THESSALONIANS 2:1-4 use the term ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION to refer NOT JUST TO AN EVENT, but also to a PERSON whose actions remain strongly tied to the Temple in Jerusalem.  This person is called the Antichrist elsewhere in The New Testament and in Christian end-time theology he is sent from Satan into the world as a key player during the end times … a religious, political leader who will deceive and control the world with a mix of charm, power, and manipulation.

Like I told you last Sunday, with every passage of end-times theology, there are usually at least four or five different interpretations of meaning rooted in whether or not what’s being described has happened in the PAST, is happening in the PRESENT, or will happen in the FUTURE.  So there are many views about what all this means … and much of the time many of these divergent views seem more based on a desire to sell books, get on TV, or get donations or the endorsements of specific religious or political leaders, than on a desire to passionately use God’s Word to draw people into the Gospel story and into a relationship with God through the death and resurrection of Jesus Christ.

The Apostle John is the only writer in the Bible to actually refer to this person with the name Antichrist, and he does so in FIRST JOHN 2:18, 22; 4:3 and in SECOND JOHN 1:7 3:2.  Elsewhere in the Word of God, the Antichrist is referred to as Satan’s seed (GENESIS 3:15), the great dragon (REVELATION 12:9), the beast (REVELATION 14:9-10) and with other names.  But despite all these differences regarding who he is and what he will actually do, we do know that no matter how all these end times events play out, that the Antichrist will somehow defile the Jerusalem Temple, and will eventually openly claim to not only be FROM GOD, BUT TO BE GOD.

Interestingly, when Jesus uses this term ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION He’s basing what He’s saying on the idea that someday there will be a visible, fully-restored Temple that sits on the exact same spot where the Muslim Mosque often referred to as “The Dome of the Rock” sits right now in Jerusalem.  Because logically, you can’t have the ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION of the Temple without the Temple.  So the rebuilding of the Temple is a key event in many of the end times events occurring.

For centuries, there were very few Jews living within the boundaries of what is now known as ISRAEL, or as the Jews often referred to it, as THE HOLY LAND – a remnant, representing God’s promise to Moses, and to Abraham, and to David that this land would be the eternal homeland of the Jews regardless of whether or not they had full possession of it.  This is why the recognition of Israel as a nation in 1948 was so critical – as the land officially came back to the Jews – even though huge religious, political, geographic, and cultural conflicts continue.

And even though Mosque, “The Dome of the Rock” sits where the Jerusalem Temple must someday stand, there’s a small group of Orthodox Jews, called The Temple Mount and Land of Israel Faithful Movement that remains dedicated to the singular goal of rebuilding of the Jerusalem Temple.  And they write articles, run websites, hold rallies, and speak in schools and other government venues around the world with the goal of educating people about the need for “The Dome of the Rock” to be removed and the Temple to be rebuilt.
But as zealous and focused as this group is in Israel and in other places around the world – it’s important to also know that most of the 15 million Jews worldwide … whether Orthodox, Reformed, Conservative, or some other, smaller branch … don’t see the centrality of the Temple being rebuilt in terms of the end of the age.  Remember, Jews don’t believe Jesus Christ is the Messiah –so they’re still waiting for the Messiah to come – and that’s where their focus lies – or on what it means to be Jewish culturally, or as a race.

Now let’s read MARK 13:14b-18 and the warnings about the end times that He continues to share with His disciples 2,000 years ago and with us here this morning.

MARK 13:14b-18 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

14b … then those who are in Judea must flee to the mountains.
15 The one who is on the housetop must not go down, or go in to get anything out of his house;
16 and the one who is in the field must not turn back to get his coat.
17 But woe to those who are pregnant and to those who are nursing babies in those days!
18 But pray that it may not happen in the winter.

Jesus is saying, “When you see the ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION set into motion, head for the hills!”  Now, of course, some people hearing Jesus’ words that day, or the telling of them later on believed that everything Jesus said would be fulfilled within a few years, or at least within that 1st-Century at the latest.  So when the Jerusalem Temple was destroyed by the Romans in 70 A.D. many people thought the ABOMINATION OF DESOLATION Jesus was speaking about had happened and that Jesus would return soon.

But let’s remember as we read through these words of Jesus regarding end times that the goal isn’t to figure out the end times in detail … the goal is to have our hearts broken open for a world that has yet to hear and respond to the Gospel message.  And here it seems like the right time to be reminded of a FAITH LESSON we ran into during last Sunday’s teaching … and this morning it’s our SECOND FAITH LESSON …

FAITH LESSON

Mature and maturing followers of Jesus Christ GET READY AND STAY READY in their faith.  They hang onto Jesus Christ no matter what.

What if you were awakened in the middle of the night with a telephone call from the police or some other emergency warning system telling you that BECAUSE OF AN EVENT THAT WOULD SOON HAPPEN, BUT THAT WAS STILL IN THE FUTURE, THAT YOU HAD TO IMMEDIATELY EVACUATE YOUR HOME … what would you do?

ILLUSTRATION … Several years ago I was in my car and I heard a radio   interview with a woman who received just such a call at her home in the West Hills of Portland … right in the middle of the night, after days and days of rain, as landslides had become imminent.  
This woman went to work very early in the morning – so at a time that for most of us is the middle of the night, she was enjoying a cup of coffee in the kitchen … listening to the radio and to the the rain pound her house from every direction.  And all of a sudden she heard the sound of water running underneath her house … like a river was right under her.  At the exact same moment her phone rang and a recorded message said, “EVACUATE YOUR HOUSE NOW!”  And just as she hung up she heard and felt some very loud popping sounds.

The woman recounted in the interview how she took a moment to run outside and to her horror she saw the sidewalk and curb separate from the street.  Then she ran back inside, woke up the only other person still at home, her daughter’s fiancé, and then ran over to her elderly neighbor’s house to make sure they were evacuating.

And as this woman was standing on the front porch of her neighbor’s house knocking, she heard a deafening crash, looked back at her house, and watched it slide down the canyon.  And “in the twinkling of an eye it was all gone” the woman said.  I’m serious.  That’s what she actually said.  “In the twinkling of an eye.”

This past week as I studied through and prayed through these verses from MARK 13 I remembered this interview I’d heard a few years ago and I was reminded again of what struck me when I originally heard it … and that was WHAT THIS WOMAN CHOSE TO RESCUE WHEN SHE REALIZED THE TRUTH AND THE IMMENSITY OF WHAT WAS HAPPENING WHAT WAS GOING TO HAPPEN.  She didn’t grab her computer or her TV.  She didn’t grab her jewelry or her DVDS.  She grabbed a PERSON.  I like that.

If you were this woman and you got out of the house with some of your POSSESSIONS but knew that you’d left some people inside, how do you think you’d feel?  Likewise, when the end Jesus is talking about here actually comes, what do you think you’ll miss the most?  The POSSESSIONS you left behind, or the people you left behind?  DO YOU POSSESS YOUR POSSESSIONS, OR DO YOUR POSSESSIONS POSSESS YOU?

Gang, when the ship goes down, we don’t have to go down with it.  Let’s live out the Gospel.  Let’s proclaim the Gospel.  Let’s tell people about what Jesus Christ has done in our lives, and is doing in our lives, and invite them to join us in living life connected and surrendered to Jesus Christ.

The warnings Jesus gives us here – and in the remaining verses of MARK 13 … as well as in MATTHEW 24-25 and LUKE 12, 17, 19, & 21, were always given with a sense of URGENCY, and this tone is consistently reflective of passages in REVELATION 12:13-17 and throughout REVELATION 19-23 and now here in MARK 13:19-22 … passages in which Jesus talks about what’s called THE GREAT TRIBULATION.

MARK 13:19-22 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

19 For those days will be a time of tribulation such as has not occurred since the beginning of the creation, which God created until now, and never will.
20 Unless the Lord had shortened those days, no life would have been saved; but for the sake of the elect, whom He chose, He shortened the days.
21 And then if anyone says to you, ‘Behold, here is the Christ’; or, ‘Behold, He is there’; do not believe him;
22 for false Christs and false prophets will arise, and will show signs and wonders, in order to lead astray, if possible, the elect.

The final chapters of The New Testament book of REVELATION are filled with more of the details of which Jesus speaks here … details about this time of GREAT TRIBULATION that will occur when God pours out His judgment onto a world that has rejected Him.  There have always been trials, temptations, suffering, and tribulation in the world.  But Jesus is saying here that a time is coming that will dwarf, eclipse and put out of our minds anything of this sort that’s happened before.  And when we consider the incredible calamities and natural catastrophes that the people of this world have suffered throughout all the centuries, this is a pretty sobering statement.

Gang, you and I live in such an age of cynicism … an age when people everywhere have grown distrustful and pessimistic when it comes to promises.  Politicians, and spouses, and leaders, and pastors, and bosses, and kids, and friends have each let us down in one way or another … and in this climate of situational truth, and broken promises, vows, covenants, it’s easy to say to ourselves, things like …

“I’ve been waiting for Jesus for 53 years and He still hasn’t come.  Why should I get so ready and so worked-up over something that might not happen for another 53 years, or another 530 years, or maybe another 5,300 years!  Come on God, get with it!”

And gang, the words the Apostle Peter penned in SECOND PETER 3:9 come to mind … here they are from Eugene Peterson’s paraphrase of the Bible called THE MESSAGE …

SECOND PETER 3:9 (THE MESSAGE)

9 God isn't late with His promise as some measure lateness.  He is restraining Himself on account of you, holding back The End because He doesn't want anyone lost.  He's [patiently] giving everyone space and time to change. [emphasis added]

Praise God for Peter’s words.  Aren’t you glad for God’s patience with you?  That God gave waited all the days and weeks and years it took for you to come back to Him, and to surrender your life to Him, and to begin to serve Him?  And gang, it’s this same patience, and this view of time that Peter talks about that God has for the whole world.  God’s not holding back the End because He’s lazy, or because He can’t make up His mind about when to come, or because He has a fear of commitment.  God just wants as many people as possible to come into relationship with Him before the events He’s describing here begin.  And I love how Jesus ends this section of The Mt. Olivet Discourse in v. 23 …

MARK 13:23 (NEW AMERICAN STANDARD BIBLE)

23 But take heed; behold, I have told you everything in advance.

Jesus has clear, honest reasons why He wants you and me to take heed, anticipating, hoping for, and being ready for His soon return.  Here are three of these reasons …

· Taking heed of the reality of the end times has a cleansing effect in our hearts, minds, and lives.
· Taking heed of the reality of the end times gives us a sense of urgency and boldness about sharing the Gospel with others.
· Taking heed of the reality of the end times helps us hold lightly to the things of this world, and tightly to God.
 
And this brings me to our THIRD and final FAITH LESSON this morning …

FAITH LESSON

“Taking heed” makes us DISCERNING, and when we combine DISCERNMENT with COURAGE, we begin living the lives of OBEDIENCE God calls us to as His followers.

Jesus didn’t give us the teaching in The Mt. Olivet Discourse just so He could satisfy the curiosities of His disciples then and now about the end times and about all the things leading up to that time.  Jesus tells us these things so that we might take heed and be spared a whole boatload of pain, suffering, and regret by consistently, intentionally, and visibly responding to the Gospel and it’s truth and it’s impact on our lives – carrying the Gospel message to people we know and love … not making them some kind of spiritual project, but simply sharing with them the story of Jesus Christ and the changes He has brought and is brining into our lives.

[bookmark: _GoBack]Blessed be the Word of the Lord.

NEXT SUNDAY 2nd Street elder Eloise Hockett and John Muhanji, the Director of African Ministries for Friends United Meeting (FUM) will teach from LUKE 6:6-11 on “THE CALL AND RESPONSE TO OBEDIENCE” … COME PRAYING AND EXPECTING! 
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